picturing good practice

Condie Ward

Connecting Young Children
With Nature

Children and nature go together—
or should. Recent studies document
the importance of introducing children
to the natural world, beginning in the
early years. Their social, emotional,
and physical health depends on this

CONDIE WARD has taught preschool for
more than 25 years in Westport, Connecticut.
She currently teaches 4-year-olds at the
Westport Weston Cooperative Nursery School
and provides enrichment classes at the
Children’s Community Development Center.

TEACHING YOUNG CHILDREN

exposure to develop. Humans are
hardwired to need nature—because
we are part of it. In some communi-
ties, children lack access to nature and
the freedom to explore local flora and
fauna. How can children care about
nature if they haven'’t experienced it
firsthand? Adults must do what they
can to ensure that children have those
opportunities.
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I teach a class of 16 active 4-year-
olds. It is early October and today the
children are observing a salamander
and a common black cricket. Each
creature is housed separately in a clear
plastic container with a lid. As the
children arrive they are immediately
drawn to inspect the critters more close-
ly, parents in tow. What is it? they want
to know. Parents ask the same question.




Comments from the adults play a key
role in children’s comfort level. If adults
show fear or disgust, they might need
to learn about nature too.

Being surrounded by nature and
natural items provides infinite benefits
to children. Nature instills in every-
one a sense of beauty and calmness.

It exposes us to things that are alive
and growing and promotes curiosity

and exploration. With an adult as a
guide, children can learn about being
gentle and respecting living things.
Self-esteem can thrive outdoors because
nature doesn’t judge people. At a time
when bullying is prevalent—even in
preschools—exposure to nature can
help remind children that the world
contains an infinite variety of things
and all are important. To observe na-
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ture requires patience and quiet watch-
fulness. Imagination comes into play as
children create special places and use
natural items to create stories and play.
All senses become engaged when chil-
dren interact with the natural world.
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Nature enriches life

On any given day in our classroom
we may highlight a live creature, but
every day each learning center offers
natural items. They are intentionally
selected to invite children’s interest.

We put out natural materials that will
challenge and inspire children’s think-
ing with no set outcome. These have
included findings from the beach, for-
est, and other ecosystems. For example,
we added rocks and sticks to the build-
ing area, along with an assortment of
wooden blocks. Many times rich discus-
sions and experiences grow out of these
starting points.

For preschoolers, learning about
what is in one’s own backyard is a
great place to start. It is where children
can get up close and personal with the
environment. This kind of learning pre-
pares children for the primary grades,
when they will deepen their nature
knowledge by learning about the world
at large.
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Each year I make a tree the focal
point of the room to make the class-
room feel more like the outdoors. This
tree is usually housed in the nature
corner, a loosely defined area next to
the windows. One year I built a grid-
shaped nature wall using tall, thin
young trees that I spaced a foot and
a half apart. This backdrop provided
a canvas on which to display natural
items collected by children and teach-
ers, such as birds’ nests, giant leaves,
and pinecones, which the children were
allowed to touch and examine. Chil-
dren’s artwork and photos of nature
were displayed in the open squares of
the grid.

The children felt a strong connec-
tion to the nature wall because they
had a direct hand in its creation. It told
a story about the children in the class.
Children often played or read a book
near it. By bringing nature indoors, the
children’s daily world became richer
and more memorable.
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Conclusion

There can never be too much nature
inside a classroom. It is the antidote to
the fast-paced, stressful world in which
many young children live. Equally
important, it encourages an apprecia-
tion of the natural world on which we
depend. As an educator, it is my job to
help children connect with nature in as
many ways as possible. Over the years
I have seen the numerous benefits from
this relationship. The primary benefit
is that children become better observ-
ers and feel more connected to the
outdoors. I've also witnessed children
with challenging behaviors focus for
extended periods of time when exposed
to the natural world. Their curiosity
is piqued by what is around them. All
children can benefit from exploring
and spending time in nature. TYC
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Building a nature wall

Materials

¢ 10 bamboo poles or garden stakes e Strong, natural-colored twine

(approximately 1 to 2 inches in . .
ki h

diameter and 6 to 8 feet tall) * U brackets (3 inches wide)

SUPPORTING DUAL

LANGUAGE LEARNERS

e Collected nature items
e Wood saw

e Raffia/string
Building a nature wall is like
building a wall full of vocabulary
opportunities. As you observe DLLs
exploring the different materials,
notice some items that really cap-
ture their interest. Learn the words
for the items in children’s home
2. Assemble the grid on the floor. First lay down the horizontal pieces. Then languages so you can make con-
place the vertical ones on top. Space the pieces approximately 1Y% feet versational connections with what

apart. : they already know about nature.
Next you can introduce the English
words for the same items.

Note: Bamboo poles and garden stakes come in different lengths and
bundles. Select the size and number that works best for your classroom. Gar-
den stakes may have pointed ends. If so, saw these off and sand the bottoms.

1. Pick a wall for the grid.

3. Wrap each intersection together by making an X pattern with the twine.
Wrap each intersection approximately 10 times. Knot the ends of the
twine as far to the back of the grid as possible.

4. With another adult, place the grid
against the wall. Attach the grid to
the wall with three or more U brackets
spaced out evenly.

5. Place, wedge, or tie found items from
nature onto the grid. The nature wall
is a growing exhibit that can be added
to seasonally and can result in a per-
sonal history of the children, teachers,
and families.

Nature items for the nature wall

Woodland

Moss, pinecones, curly twigs or vines,
different tree barks, birds’ nests, eggs,
branches with lichens, snakeskin, aban-
doned bees’ nests

Garden
Dried sunflower heads, seed pods

Beach

Beach grass, shells, rocks, whelk egg
cases, seaweed, horseshoe crabs, seagull
feathers

Purchased

Indian corn; gourds; dried plants,
flowers, or leaves; coconuts; rocks or
gems; large seed pods; pretend birds’ eggs
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